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Stage Directions in the Avant-garde Drama of Kenneth 
Koch and Konstanty Ildefons Gałczyński
The.present.article. focuses.on.short.dramatic.works.by.Kenneth.Koch.(col-
lected.in.the.book One Thousand Avant-Garde Plays1).and.Konstanty.Ildefons.
Gałczyński’s.The Little Theatre of The.Green.Goose. (a  selection. from.which.
was.translated.into.English.by.the.late.Professor.Daniel.Gerould) ..Both.Koch.
and.Gałczyński,.though.best.known.as.poets,.were.also.very.much.interested.
in.theatre ..They.both.wrote.full.length.plays.(in.the.case.of.Gałczyński.these.
were.mainly.radio.plays),2.however.in.this.article.I will.limit.my.discussion.to.
their.shorter.works.since.they.are.more.interesting.from.the.formal.point.of.
view ..Koch’s.and.Gałczyński’s.miniature.plays.could.be.regarded.as.radical.the-
atrical.experiments,.challenging.our.conception.of.what.is.possible.in.theatre ..
The.very.decision.to.limit.the.plays’.duration.to.several.minutes.(the.length.of.
the.text.ranges.from.several. lines.to.several.pages).has.almost.revolutionary.
implications ..What.is.crucial.for.traditional.drama.–.the.plot.and.the.character.
1. .The. book. includes. actually. 112. plays .. In. an. interview.Koch. explained,. “I  just. called. it.
‘One.Thousand.Avant-Garde.Plays’. to.give. it.a  sense.of.a very. large.almost. infinite.number”.
(Tranter 1989) .
2. .Gałczyński.wrote.two.regular.plays.(which.were.not.staged.during.his.lifetime).and.several.
radio.plays.(see.Gałczyński.1960,.vol ..3) ..He.did.have.some.working.knowledge.of.theatre.as.
well ..In.1946.he.cofounded.a Kraków.based.cabaret.Siedem kotów.[The Seven Cats],.to.which.
he. contributed.both.as. an.author. and.a performer ..He.also.worked. for. theatre. as. translator ..
He.translated.Shakespeare’s.A Midsummer Night’s Dream.(published.in.1952).and.1 Henry IV 
(published.in.1954,.but.staged.only.in.1958),.excerpts.from.2 Henry IV and.The Tempest.(see.
Gałczyński.1960,.vol ..5) ..Kenneth.Koch.is.well-known.as.a playwright;.an.internet.playwright.
database.lists.24.works.by.Koch.which.were.produced.by.American.theatres.(see.Koch.2012) ..
It.may.be.worth.noting.that.some.of.them.exist.only.in.the.form.of.theatrical.productions.(they.
have.not.been.published.in.a book.form) ..The.remaining.works.were.included.in.the.following.
book.publications:.Bertha and Other Plays.(1966),.A Change of Hearts and Other Plays.(1973), 
The Red Robins.(1979),.One Thousand Avant-Garde Plays.(1988),.and The Gold Standard: A Book 
of Plays.(1996) .
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development.–.becomes.largely.irrelevant ..Some.of.the.plays.read.like.poems –.
they.seem.to.rely.on.the.images.evoked.by.the.stage.directions.and.the.charac-
ters’.speeches;.others.are.more.in.the.vein.of.cabaret.skits ..
Daniel.Gerould.remarks.that.Gałczyński’s.The Little Theatre of The.Green.
Goose.“was.based.on.the.denial.of.performance”.(1977:.62) ..In.fact.Gałczyński’s.
little.theatre.of.The Green Goose.was.an.elaborate.hoax ..The.theatre.did.not.ex-
ist ..Its.manager.and.actors.were.invented.by.the.poet ..Gałczyński.published.in.
Przekrój.(a very.popular.Polish.weekly).fictitious.reviews.of.its.shows,.and.vari-
ous.announcements.concerning.the.current.program;.he.also.ran.some.kind.
of.a gossip.column,.disclosing.information.concerning.the.actors’.private.lives,.
helping.thus.to.support.the.illusion.of.the.theatre.being.real .
What.is.nowadays.referred.to.as.The Little Theatre of.The.Green.Goose.is.
a series of.miniature.plays.which.appeared.on.a regular.basis.in.Przekrój.from.
1946.to.1950 ..The.plays.were.meant.to.be.read,.not.staged,.and.many.of.them.
might.seem.virtually.unstageable ..That.is.why.The Green Goose.is.frequently.
treated.as.part.of.the.poetic.rather.than.dramatic.tradition.(after.all.Gałczyński.
was.primarily.a poet) ..Yet.to.the.extent.that.The Green Goose.is.about.theatre.
and.theatrical.conventions,.it.is.a most.legitimate.part.of.the.dramatic.tradi-
tion ..Interestingly.enough,.as.metatheatre,.it.is.of.most.interest.when.it.shows.
what.cannot.be.shown.in.a regular.theatre,.underscoring.thus.the.limitations.
of.the.medium.in.question ..That.is.why.Gerould.argues:
Conceived.as.a joke,.Gałczyński’s.Green Goose is,.for.all.that, an.integral.part.of.the.
Polish.avant-garde’s.movement.away.from.conventional.drama. .. .. ..discarding. .. .. ..
old,.outworn.forms.of.theatre,.including.even.the.theatre.itself,.at.least.as.a place.
and.experience.as.we.have.known.it ..Whereas.most.Western.experimental.theatre.
has.hoped.“to.extend.the.limits.of.the.possible,”.[Henderson.1971: 11],.the.Polish.
avant-garde.often.seems.more.concerned.with.expanding.the.limits.of.the.impos-
sible;.it.has.sought.to.make.drama.out.of.that.very.impossibility ..(1977:.61)
In.contrast.to.Gałczyński’s,.Koch’s.short.plays.were.designed.for.the.stage,.
which. the. author. emphasized. in. an. interview.with. John.Tranter,. in.March.
1989,.shortly.after.the.publication.of.One Thousand Avant-Garde Plays:
I really.wrote.them.to.be.done.on.stage ..Many.people.who.read.them.including.
you,.John.Tranter,.thought.I wrote.them.just.to.be.read,.which.is.flattering.to.me.
because. it.means.they’re.fun.to.read.–.which.I hope.they.are ..But.I don’t. think.
I could.have.written.them.unless.I was.thinking.about.their.being.done.on.stage .
This. reflects. Koch’s. lifelong. commitment. to. theatre .. It. may. be. argued.
that.he.as.a representative.of.the.Western.Avant-Garde.is.more.interested.in.
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exploring.and.expanding.theatrical.conventions.than.in.negating.them ..In.an.
interview.with.Jordan.Davis.Koch.discussed.ballet.and.opera.as.major.influ-
ences.on.his.dramatic.works ..Some.of.his.plays.attempt.to.enact.a complicated.
dance.upon.the.stage,.and.many.could.be.regarded.as.musical.experiments ..
This.extreme.sensitivity.to.sound.and.movement.as.theatrical.possibilities.is.
what.characterizes.for.instance.“Team.Hamlet”:
Team.Hamlet
(Six Team.Members stand in a line facing the audience. Each says, in order, one syl-
lable of Hamlet’s “To be or not to be” speech. After every six syllables, or after every 
poetic line, the Team.Members change their posture – they sit, kneel, turn sideways, 
stand backward, lie down, etc.) (Koch.1988:.66)
Obviously,.in.order.to.get.the.real.feel.of.the.play.one.needs.to.see.it.acted.
out ..The.play.relies.on.a certain. idea.of.what.could.be.done.on.stage.rather.
than.on.the.arrangement.of.the.words.on.page ..If.one.wants.to.treat.it.as.a joke,.
its. humor. is. situational. rather. than. verbal ..Another. indication.of. the.play’s.
being.intended.for.the.stage.is.the.fact.that.it.does.not.describe.the.perform-
ance.itself,.but.its.conditions,.creating.thus.a space.in.which.something.will.
happen.without.determining.what.exactly.it.will.be ..Merely.as.a text.the.play.
is.incomplete ..
In. the. interview. with. Jordan. Davis. Koch. likened. theatre. to. a  ritual ..
Thus. it.may.be.concluded. that.Koch.endorses. the.artificiality.of. theatre. (he.
sees. it. as. something. upon. which. the. magic. of. theatre. depends),. whereas.
Gałczyński.is.“[d]edicated.to.the.destruction.of.old.forms.of.thought.and.art”.
(Gerould 1977: 63) .
I would.like.to.challenge.this.facile.generalization.by.demonstrating.that.
there.is.a good.reason.why.Koch’s.One Thousand Avant-Garde Plays.could.be.
thought.to.have.been.designed.to.be.read.and.that.Gałczyński’s.Green Goose.is.
not.entirely.a theatrical.impossibility ..It.is.in.this.view.in.mind.that.I want.to.
examine.Koch’s.and.Gałczyński’s.use.of.stage.directions ..What.is.it.that.they.
expect.from.theatre:.the.possible.or.the.impossible?.This.is.not.such.an.easy.
question. since. the.possible.may.be. easily. confused.with. the. impossible ..As.
Kenneth.Koch.himself.noted,.while.commenting.on.Balanchine’s.ballet,.what.
looks.as.a sheer.impossibility.may.turn.out.to.be.perfectly.feasible:
The.floor.of.the.stage.didn’t.seem.to.exist.for.Balanchine,.just.the.space.above.it ..
His.work. kept. stressing. the. impossibly. beautiful.world.which. in. fact,. being. as.
it was.and.enduring.so,.became,.or.was.all.along,.completely.possible,.in.any.case.
a part.of.the.possible ..(Davis.1996).
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For. a  number. of. reasons. in. the. contemporary. drama,. not. necessarily.
avant-garde,.stage.directions.play.a very.important.role ..In.the.past.they.usu-
ally.were.a simple.mechanical.device.of. limited.significance,.mainly.used.to.
indicate.which.character.(or.characters).should.enter.and.which.should.leave,.
and.how.the.space.of.the.performance.should.be.arranged ..In.many.cases.they.
were.actually.redundant ..The.ancient.drama.is.marked.by.the.absence.of.writ-
ten.stage.directions;.what.the.characters.were.supposed.to.do.was.deductible.
from.what.they.said,.and.the.austere.stage.scenery.did.not.require.any.addi-
tional.description.(Hirtzu.1947:.17) ..The.same.could.be.said.about.the.Renais-
sance.drama,.Shakespeare. in.particular ..Many.critics.have.deplored. the. fact.
that.Shakespeare’s.editors.by.inserting.stage.directions.corrupted.the.original.
purity.of.the.text.(everything.that.we.need.to.know,.they.would.argue,.is.com-
municated.by.the.means.of.the.spoken.word) ..
In.the.twentieth.century,.however,.the.stage.becomes.a complicated.ma-
chinery ..A more.detailed.explanation.of.how.it.works.is.necessary ..Because.of.
more.advanced.technology.many.things.that.previously.could.only.be.talked.
about.now.can.be.shown.directly.on.stage ..In.consequence,.stage.directions.
become.much.longer .. In.a sense,.drama.becomes.more.novelistic .. It. tells. its.
story.not.only.through.the.medium.of.the.spoken.word.(the.characters.talk-
ing).but.also.by.what.happens.on.stage.(which.in.the.text.is.related.in.the.form.
of.stage.directions) ..This.is.like.letting.the.narrator.in.through.the.backdoor ..
The.narrator. frequently. does. not.merely. describe. the. events. but. also. com-
ments.upon.them ..Thus.the.claim.that.drama,.as.opposed.to.novel,. is.about.
direct.presentation.becomes.somewhat.problematic .
This.is.connected.with.the.fact.that.in.the.twentieth.century.drama.most.
likely.changes.its.ontological.status ..It.is.no.longer.only.a project.(something.
that.still.needs.to.be.“produced”).but.also.a completed.work.of.art.in.its.own.
right ..Plays.could.be.both.watched.and.read,.and.these. two.experiences.are.
placed.on.the.same.level ..Of.course,.to.a certain.extent.this.has.always.been.
true,.at.least.since.the.first.dramatic.works.were.published ..Still.the.fact.that.the.
plays.were.not.only.watched.but.also.read.did.not.make.much.impact.on.the.
form.of.drama.until.the.twentieth.century.(the.tradition.of.the.closet.drama.
being.an.exception) ..Stage.directions.in.many.popular.twentieth.century.plays.
indicate.that.something.important.changed.in.this.respect ..They.often.try.to.
substitute. the.experience.of. theatre ..When. in.Long Day’s Journey Into Night.
Eugene.O’Neill.says.that.“a foghorn.is.heard.at.regular.intervals,.moaning.like.
a mournful.whale.in.labor”.(1956:.97),.he.doesn’t.give.the.director.the.precise.
information.what.the.foghorn.should.sound.like.but.creates.an.image.of.great.
poetic.resonance.(also.interesting.because.of.its.musical.properties) ..O’Neill’s.
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stage.directions.build.the.atmosphere.of.the.play,.compensating.the.readers.for.
what.they.cannot.see ..
In.Long Day’s Journey Into Night.O’Neill.also.uses.stage.directions.to.com-
ment,. albeit. very. briefly,. on.practically. each.utterance.made. by.his. charac-
ters ..They.speak.“persuasively,”.“dully,”.“quickly,”.“excitedly,”.“pleadingly,”.“in.
blank.denial,”.“distractedly,”.“bitterly,”.“brokenly,”.“pitifully,”.“dreamily,”.“girl-
ishly,”.“with.a flash.of.apprehension,”.“worriedly,”.“amusedly,”.“indifferently,”.
“philosophically,”. “bluntly,”. “indignantly,”. “vaguely,”. “with. stubborn. blank-
ness,”.“coquettishly,”.“with.relief,”.“impatiently,”.“longingly,”.“sneeringly,”.etc ..
(1956:.92–107) ..Interestingly.enough,.O’Neill.very.rarely.repeats.himself ..The.
vocabulary.that.he.uses.in.order.to.describe.how.his.characters.speak.is.much.
more.varied.than.the.one.usually.employed.by.narrators.in.novels ..Moreover,.
characters.in.novels.usually.speak.more.freely.(because.how.they.speak.is.not.
determined.by.the.narrator.to.such.an.extent) ..As.has.been.said,.the.difference.
between.drama.and.novel.becomes.blurred .
Arthur.Miller’s.The Crucible.is.another.interesting.illustration.of.how.mod-
ern.playwrights.use.stage.directions ..He.combines.there.psychological.insights.
into.his.characters.with.philosophical.ruminations.concerning.the.condition.
of. the. contemporary.American. society. (reminiscent.of. the.modernist. essay.
novel):
Mr ..Hale.is.nearing.forty,.a tight-skinned,.eager-eyed.intellectual ..This.is.a beloved.
errand.for.him;.on.being.called.here. to.ascertain.witchcraft.he. felt. the.pride.of.
the.specialist.whose.unique.knowledge.has.at. last.been.publicly.called.for ..Like.
almost.all.men.of.learning,.he.spent.a good.deal.of.his.time.pondering.the.invis-
ible.world,.especially.since.he.had.himself.encountered.a witch.in.his.parish.not.
long.before  .. .. .
. Like.Reverend.Hale.and.the.others.on. this. stage,.we.conceive. the.Devil.as.
a necessary.part.of.a respectable.view.of.cosmology ..Ours.is.a divided.empire.in.
which.certain.ideas.and.emotions.and.actions.are.of.God,.and.their.opposites.are.
of.Lucifer ..It.is.as.impossible.for.most.men.to.conceive.of.a morality.without.sin.
as.of.an.earth.without.“sky .”.Since.1692.a great.but.superficial.change.has.wiped.
out.God’s.beard.and.the.Devil’s.horns,.but.the.world.is.still.gripped.between.two.
diametrically.opposed.absolutes ..(1959:.30–1)3
Miller. is. not. an. exception. (though.The Crucible. certainly. is. a  very. ex-
treme.case) ..Tennessee.Williams.also.finds.it.extremely.difficult.to.resist.the.
3. .These.lengthy.prose.injections.are.distinguished.from.regular.stage.directions.by.the.fact.
that.they.are.not.italicized .
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.temptation.to.discuss.the.real.nature.of.his.characters.more.openly ..This.is.how.
he.introduces.Stanley.Kowalski.in.A Streetcar Named Desire:
He is of medium height, about five feet eight or nine, and strongly, compactly built. 
Animal joy in his being is implicit in all his movements and attitudes. Since earliest 
manhood the center of his life has been pleasure with women, the giving and taking 
of it, not with weak indulgence, dependency, but with the power and pride of a richly 
feathered male bird among hens. Branching out from this complete and satisfying 
center are all the auxiliary channels of his life, such as his heartiness with men, his 
appreciation of rough humor, his love of good drink and food and games, his car, 
his radio, everything that is his, that bears his emblem of the gaudy seed-bearer. He 
sizes women up at a glance, with sexual classifications, crude images flashing into his 
mind and determining the way he smiles at them. (1947:.29)
Definitely,. this. is.not. stage.directions. in. the. sense.of. a  clear. instruction.
what.the.actor.should.do ..Apparently,.modern.playwrights.consider.tradition-
al.drama.too.limiting.and.search.for.a more.spacious.form ..They.seem.to.envy.
the.novelists.their.freedom.to.use.language.without.any.regard.to.the.physical.
constraints.of.the.stage .
These.references.to.now.canonical.plays.are.meant.to.signal.several.prob-
lems. that.we. are. bound. to. confront.while. talking. about. stage.directions. in.
contemporary.drama ..Since.every.drama.that.appears.in.a written.form.is.both.
a script.for.performance.and.a literary.work,.the.function.of.stage.directions.
is.at.least.twofold:.apart.from.helping.the.director.to.stage.the.play,.they.also.
enrich.the.reader’s.experience.of.the.text ..In.many.dramas.these.two.functions.
are.not.distinguishable.from.one.another.–.the.playwright.speaks.at.the.same.
time.to.theatre.professionals.and.his.readers,.informing.them.about.what.is.or.
should.be.happening ..But.in.more.recent.plays.playwrights.frequently.ignore.
the.director.and.speak.only.to.the.readers ..Actual.stage.directions.reflect.the.
playwright’s.idea.of.what.can.be.done.in.theatre,.however.when.Miller.or.Wil-
liams.use.stage.directions.to.discuss.the.abstract.concepts.this.does.not.mean.
that.they.believe.that.such.a discussion.could.be.directly.presented.in.theatre ..
Certain.stage.directions.might.have.a purely.literary.function,.and.as.such.they.
do.not.tell.us.anything.relevant.about.theatre ..Just.because.the.playwright.hap-
pens.to.say.something.that.cannot.be.staged.does.not.mean.that.the.entire.play.
is.unstageable ..This.complicates.the.matter.because.it.would.be.very.conven-
ient.to.think.of.stage.directions.as.always.saying:.this.is.possible.in.theatre ..
Thus.while.discussing.Koch’s.and.Gałczyński’s.stage.directions.it.needs.to.
be.determined.which.function.they.actually.perform ..Consider.the.following.
examples.from.One Thousand Avant-Garde Plays:
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 1 . (Paris, in the nineteenth century.) . . . (Time passes and society is altered; there are 
the sights and sounds of the twentieth century) (“Manet,”.p ..4);.
 2 . (Red and orange scarves and an atmosphere of all history at the same time).(“Elfred.
the.Dancer,”.p ..5);
. 3 .. (An atmosphere of Greek tragedy, specifically The.Bacchae. The god HAPPINESS 
is on a stark, sunny, dusty road entering a town. He carries a large sack).(“Happi-
ness,” p ..24);.
 4 . (Great hullabaloo, wind, musical instruments, sounds of rending, tearing, crackling 
thunder, as of the Second Coming; and the Avant-Garde appears – she is a small, old 
woman).(“A Song.to.the.Avant-Garde,”.31);
 5 . (The center of a bull ring, in Spain) (“The.Two.Bulls,”.p ..32);
 6 . (At this moment, the play abruptly changes in style, becoming a traditional Japa-
nese Noh drama. The. SHITE,. the.principal. character. in. a Noh.play,. is.LITTLE.
RED.RIDING.HOOD;.the.WAKI,.the secondary character, is the.WOODSMAN ..
LITTLE.RED.RIDING.HOOD.comes center stage to recite the following speech. In 
doing so, she is able, in classic Noh fashion, to relive a tormenting episode of her past 
and, in the end, to find absolution and peace). (“Gospel.Red.Riding.Noh.Tanay-
achi,” p ..47);
 7 . (This speech may be repeated as long as the director likes) (“Robert.Wilson.Riding.
Hood,”.p ..50);
 8 . (Darkness, dawn, morning light. It’s the next day. VERB drives up in his car) 
(“.Permanently,”.p ..58);
 9 . (A street and a town square in which anything is possible) (“On.the.Edge,”.p ..62);
 10 . (The stage represents the entire length of the Yangtse River, or at least both ends of it).
(“The.Yangtse,”.p ..102);
 11 . (It’s most important in this play to give the sense of an enormous, important body 
of water put to human uses. The Figures, to this end, may wish to speak somewhat 
hollowly; to be unusually deliberate; to have long pauses between words. They may 
also speak, sometimes, simultaneously).(“The.Harbor.of.Rhodes,”.p ..123);
 12 . (Empty carts scoot by. KANTOR enters dressed in black and drops dead. The PRIN-
CE from Swan Lake enters Balenchinesquely, and meaning to embrace the BALLE-
RINA, tries instead to take one of the Kabuki KINGS in his arms. The KING hurls 
him into the air. Gospel singing bursts forth, enthusiastic and loud, and the play is 
over).(“Un.Mélange.de.Styles,”.p ..134) ..
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And.from.The Green Goose:
.13 .. CROWD. OF. THE. MORALLY. MISGUIDED:. (Undergoes a  very slight moral 
 rebirth.). .. .. ..CROWD.OF.THE.MORALLY.MISGUIDED:.(Undergoes a total re-
birth.).(“A Salvation.Army.Concert,”.p ..211);
.14 .. THE.ATROCIOUS.UNCLE:. .. .. ..Spring.will.come.when.the.general.returns. .. .. .
. . THE.GENERAL:.(Doesn’t return.) (“The.Atrocious.Uncle,”.p ..215);
.15 .. BARON:. .. .. ..The.Baroness.is.deceiving.me.with.a full.professor ..I won’t.live.through.
the.aforementioned,. inasmuch.as.I’m.having.a moral.breakdown ..(Has a moral 
breakdown, as well as tottering on his feet.).(“A Bloody.Drama.in.Three.Acts.With.
Vinegar.Taken.from.Life.in.the.Upper.Reaches.of.Academic.High.Society.entitled.
‘Pickled.Alive,’”.p ..216);
 16 . (In a while the whole neighboring town enjoys the services of the animals, tamed 
and trained by the playing of Orpheus, son of Apollo and the muse Clio. A certain 
lion, brother of the tailor-lion becomes a motorman-lion on the local streetcars; the 
tigers, on account of their colored coats, decorate the lawns for lack of flowers in 
winter; wild towering giraffes are turned into street lights, etc.). (“When.Orpheus.
Played,” p . 223); 
.17 .. NOAH:.(Turns the arc into a sleigh, attaches bells, and the whole group rides off up 
to Mount Ararat on a sleigh ride.).(p ..224);
.18 .. (ROBERT.(Disappointed)*.  .. .. .. *.Robert.must.be.played.by.a consummate.actor.
who.can.portray.Robert’s.disappointment.with.all.the.resources.of.the.art.of.pan-
tomime.(author’s.note).(“A Real-Life.Drama.called.‘In.the.Clutches.of.Caffeine’.or.
‘The.Frightful.Effects.of.an.Illegal.Operation,’”.p ..227);
.19 .. ALOYSIUS.PTARMIGAN:. .. .. ..The.only.thing.left.is.faith.in.miracles. (He has faith 
and immediately grows lady’s breasts.).(“Miracle.in.the.Desert,”.p ..228);
.20 .. MOTHER-IN-LAW:. (Executes a  gloomy tarantella, which is to signify a  certain 
state of economic anxiety, or – if my son-in-law stops writing, what’ll live on? In ad-
dition the mother-in-law executes four pirouettes à.la.saucisse in a more optimistic 
spirit, or – perhaps my son-in-law will still go on writing .)
. . DISTANT.RELATIVES:.(Who have been helped out by the Poet with loans, both 
large and small [in the period of the great outpouring of his creative energy], express 
in the form of the so called danse.macabre their grief at the ebbing of his creative 
energy .).(“A Ballet.called.‘The.Poet.Is.in.Bad.Form,’”.p ..230);
.21 .. Wind ..Terror .
. . CURTAIN.(“Lord.Hamilton’s.Night,”.p ..239);
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.22 .. DADDY:. .. .. ..Thunder.and.lightning!.Blast.it.all!.
. . THUNDER.AND.LIGHTNING:.(Blasts it all and totally does away with the prob-
lem of a quiet little and apolitical, domestic fireside after supper).(“A Meteorological.
Drama.entitled.‘Family.Happiness’.or.‘Watch.out.for.Expletives,’”.p ..240);.
.23 .. BUREAUCRAT:. .. .. ..But.where.is.the.relevant.document.in.this.case,.duly.stamped.
and.bearing.the.number.assigned.to.it.up.there,.which.should.have.been.entered.
in.our.correspondence.file?
. . (It.turns.out.that.there.was.such.a document,.but.that.it.got.lost,.so.although.the.
end. of. the.world. really. takes. place. in. actual. fact,. officially. it. doesn’t. count. for.
anything .)
. . CURTAIN
. . falls.optimistically.(“The.End.of.the.World,”.p ..241) ..
Unlike.Williams. or.Miller,.Koch. and.Gałczyński. constantly. remind. the.
readers.that.they.are.in.the.theatre ..They.seem.to.be.using.stage.directions.in.
a traditional.way,.to.describe.the.setting.and.the.characters’.actions.(inciden-
tally,.Koch.does.the.former.more.often,.and.Gałczyński.the.latter) ..Ostensibly,.
they.want.to.help.the.director.by.providing.practical.pieces.of.advice;.they.ex-
plain.what.should.be.done.in.order.to.achieve.the.intended.effect.(e .g ..11, 18) ..
That. is.why. the. fact. that.what. they. say. cannot. be. transferred. onto. stage. is.
so.jarring ..If.one.could.think.about.their.stage.directions.in.terms.of.poetic.
insertions,.merely.commenting.on.the.play.proper,.this.would.be.an.entirely.
different.case .
Koch.and.Gałczyński.seem.to.be.speaking.to.the.director.but. they.flout.
Grice’s.maxims.of.conversation ..Either.they.say.too.little.(e .g ..1,.2,.21).or.too.
much. (e .g .. 4,. 6,. 14,. 18),. or. both. (e .g .. 16) .. Frequently. the. information. they.
include.is,.or.at.least.seems.to.be,.totally.irrelevant.(e .g ..6,.16).or.a practical.
impossibility.(e .g ..9,.10,.13,.19,.22) ..They.lack.precision.and.clarity,.but.thy.in-
sist.that.their.instructions.be.treated.as.very.clear.and.precise.(e .g ..2,.7,.13,.20) ..
Thus.it.may.be.suspected.that.the.director.becomes.a dupe.of.the.playwrights’.
irony ..The.director.is.spoken.to,.but.the.readers.are.meant.to.hear.it.all;. the.
playwright.wants.the.readers.to.imagine.frustrating.attempts.to.stage.the.play ..
How.can.the.curtain.fall.optimistically?.Or.in.any.other.way.indicative.of.
its.emotional.or.spiritual.condition.(in.Gałczyński’s.The Green Goose.the.cur-
tain.falls.ironically,.discreetly,.with.a smile,.with.a sinister.sizzle,.etc .)?.How.can.
one.create.“an.atmosphere.of.all.history”?.Koch.seems.to.suggest.that.this.is.as.
easy.as.putting.red.and.orange.scarves.here.and.there ..Or.“an.atmosphere.of.
Greek.tragedy”?.And.even.if.that.were.possible,.how.to.let.the.spectators.know.
that.the.tragedy.in.question.is.The Bacchae,.rather.than.any.other?.Similarly,.
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how.to.represent.on.stage.within.the.span.of.several.seconds.the.process.of.
moral.rebirth,.clearly.and.unequivocally,.and.how.to.differentiate.a very.slight.
one.from.a total.one?.These.problems.stem.mostly.from.treating.abstractions.
as.if.they.were.tangible.things.that.could.be.touched,.heard,.or.seen,.and.hence.
could.be.easily.shown.in.theatre ..These.problems.are.encountered.on.a regular.
basis.in.Koch’s.and.Gałczyński’s.miniature.plays ..
Another. theatrical. impossibility. is.Koch’s. and.Gałczyński’s. treatment. of.
space.and.time ..For.Koch.to.name.a place.is.to.make.it ..He.describes.the.setting.
as.“Paris, in the nineteenth century” (4),.“the city of Chengde”.(15),.“the Throne 
Room in Beijing”.(20),.“an office in the seventeenth-century Spain”.(33),.without.
providing.any.particulars,.any.defining.characteristics.of.these.places ..In.most.
cases,.the.geographical.information.is.actually.gratuitous.(e .g ..5),.and.as.such.
is.another.instance.of.flouting.Grice’s.maxim.of.relevance ..Koch.seems.to.rely.
on.the.magic.of.the.names.but.these.names.cannot.be.turned.into.a reality.in.
theatre ..He.generally.disregards.the.physical.limitations.of.the.stage.(cf ..10) ..
Gałczyński,.on.the.other.hand,.chooses.the.setting.of.his.plays.with.more.con-
sideration.for.what.is.possible.in.theatre,.but.occasionally.he.disrupts.the.logic.
of.the.performance.by.a sudden.change.of.location.(e .g ..17) ..
Both.playwrights.have.a similar.attitude.towards.time.in.theatre ..They.con-
tract.or.prolong.it.freely ..They.control.the.flow.of.time.in.the.same.manner.in.
which.the.narrator.controls.time.in.a novel ..A play.that.lasts.several.minutes,.
or.even.seconds,.may.cover.the.period.of.several.days,.months,.or.years.(e .g . 1,.
8,.14) ..Koch.signals.the.passage.of.time.in.stage.directions;.Gałczyński.takes.
the.reader.by.surprise.(it.needs.to.be.inferred.that.spring.has.already.come) ..
When.a lot.of.things.are.happening.simultaneously,.time.is.slowed.down.so.
that. the. reader. can. follow. the. story. (e .g .. 4,. 12,. 16) .. Sometimes. time. is.ma-
nipulated.by.other.means,.for.instance.a complicated.gradual.process.(moral.
rebirth).is.turned.into.a simple.event .
Koch’s. and. Gałczyński’s.miniature. plays. depend. heavily. on. the. written.
word ..What. they. say. in. stage. directions. cannot. be. reduced. to.what. can. be.
shown.on.stage ..Gałczyński’s.stage.directions.frequently.repeat.what.the.char-
acters.say.(e .g ..13,.19,.22) ..The.humor.of.this.repetition.is.purely.verbal ..If.the.
words.are. translated. into.actions,. it.will.disappear ..He.also.uses.very.elabo-
rate.language.to.convey.simple.ideas.(when.Orpheus.plays.Mozart’s.“Turkish.
March,”.the.stage.directions.read.“the strains of the well-known composition by 
the talented composer issue forth from the grotto in a flawlessly executed per-
formance,”. (p .. 222) ..Thus.not.what. he. says,. but. how.he. does. it.matters ..To.
a large.extent.this.is.also.true.about.Koch.(e .g ..4,.6,.12) ..Koch.tends.to.mix.dif-
ferent.ideas,.producing.surreal.images,.as.in.the.following:.“Explosions, music, 
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and very hot day. Dancing in the streets”. (p .. 95),.which. echoes.Gałczyński’s.
“Wind. Terror. CURTAIN”.(p ..239) ..Even. if. this.can.be.shown.on.stage,. the.
overall.effect.will.be.different .
The.written.word.also.communicates. the. information.about. the.charac-
ters’.identity ..In.many.plays.it.is.absolutely.necessary.to.know.who.the.charac-
ters.are ..Both.playwrights.use.semi-allegorical.figures,.such.as.Africa,.Mada-
gascar,.Happiness,.Avant-Garde,.or.Stage.Directions.themselves.(Koch),.and.
Crowd. of. the. Morally. Misguided,. Indigestion,. or. Thunder. and. Lightning.
(Gałczyński) ..Usually.their.identity.is.not.revealed.by.what.the.characters.say,.
or.do,.or.what.they.look.like ..The.readers.know.who.they.are.because.the.text.
states.it.clearly,.but.the.spectators.would.be.at.a  loss ..A similar.problem.oc-
curs.when.historical.figures.appear.(Eliot,.Yeates,.Stevens,.or.Dante,.Słowacki,.
Mickiewicz,.Sobieski),.as.they.are.not.always.immediately.recognized.by.their.
physical.appearance ..
All.this.suggests.that.both.Koch’s.and.Gałczyński’s.plays.are.not.suited.for.
theatre ..How.to.reconcile.it.with.Koch’s.claim.that.he.wrote.his.One Thousand 
Avant-Garde Plays.to.be.done.on.stage?.The.adaptations.that.I have.seen.do.not.
give.a clear.answer.to.this.question ..Deprived.of.Koch’s.explanations.the.plays.
turn.out.to.be.much.more.confusing.and.obscure.than.the.original,.and.hence.
less.enjoyable ..Perhaps.the.problem.could.be.solved.by.finding.the.means.of.
transferring. some. amount. of. textual. commentary. onto. stage ..Koch.himself.
indicates.a certain.possibility.in.his.play.“Tadeusz.Kantor.and.the.Duck .”.Ob-
viously,.the.play.will.miss.the.point.unless.the.spectators.are.able.to.identify.
correctly.the.main.protagonist:
Tadeusz.Kantor.and.the.Duck
Enter a large DUCK.dressed in black. TADEUSZ.KANTOR, the noted Polish direc-
tor, is to one side of the stage, directing in a furtive sort of way. The DUCK starts to 
die. Then, suddenly, the DUCK sees KANTOR and begins “directing” KANTOR. 
Staggers around the stage, then dies in the center of the stage. Then DUCK sits on 
him and quacks. Then, to loud funeral music, KANTOR is reborn. He and the 
DUCK go to opposite ends of the stage, then run into each other with a crash. Both 
fall dead. Then each gets up and, with an ordinary walk, leaves the stage. Two or 
four GHOULS.or SKELETONS.come out holding a placard that says, “TADEUSZ.
KANTOR.AND.THE.DUCK.” Loud, funeral music, and the play begins again ..
(Koch.1988:.85)
Similar.placards,.describing.for.instance.the.setting,.could.be.used.in.other.
plays ..Still.it.means.that.the.text.as.it.is,.is.not.ready.for.the.stage ..It.needs.to.be.
adapted,.just.like.any.other.literary.work ..The.director.needs.to.decide.which.
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stage.directions.should.be.translated.into.performance.and.which.should.be.
preserved.in.their.original.form .
In.my. opinion,. “Tadeusz.Kantor. and. the.Duck”. reads. better. as. a  story.
(consider. for. instance. the. humorous. interpolation. “the. noted. Polish. direc-
tor”) ..The.play.though.easy.to.stage.may.be.difficult.to.watch ..The.actions.of.
the.characters,.strange.as.they.are,.are.given.some.meaning:.directing,.dying,.
being.reborn,.falling.dead ..In.the.bizarre.world.of.the.play.even.these.very.sim-
ple.meanings.that.normally.would.not.present.any.problems.for.the.audience.
to.interpret.might.become.highly.ambiguous.and.problematic ..Thus.the.play.
runs.a great.risk.of.turning.into.a play.about.strange.characters.gesticulating,.
lying.down,.standing.up,.running,.lying.down.and.getting.up .
Gałczyński’s.The Green Goose,. allegedly. less. theatrical,. is. actually. easier.
to.stage ..The.initial.difficulty.is.usually.overcome.by.introducing.the.narrator,.
commenting.on.the.characters’.actions ..The.same.device.could.be.employed.
in.Koch’s.plays.but.in.the.case.of.Gałczyński.it.is.more.natural ..The.narrator.
announces.the.play.(each.play.begins.with.the.phrase.“The.LITTLE.THEA-
TRE.OF.THE GREEN GOOSE.Has.the.Honor.of.Presenting”).and.presents.its.
characters,.which.justifies.his.appearance.on.the.stage ..He.has.enough.com-
ments.to.make.to.keep.himself.busy.throughout.the.entire.play.(so.he.does.not.
have.to.stand.by.idly,.which.could.be.the.case.in.Koch’s.plays) ..Since.The.Little.
Theatre.of The Green Goose.is.a theatre.within.a theatre.(its.major.characters.
are.at.the.same.time.actors.playing.themselves),.the.narrator.could.be.thought.
of.as.a theatre.manager ..It.would.be.very.natural.for.him.to.discuss.his.actors’.
performance ..The.productions.that.do.without.the.narrator.turn.stage.direc-
tions.into.speeches.assigned.to.other.characters .
To.conclude,.the.analysis.of.stage.directions.in.the.avant-garde.drama.of.
Koch.and.Gałczyński.points.to.the.ambiguous.status.of.their.works ..Koch.and.
Gałczyński.at. the.same.time.endorse.and.reject. theatre.and.its.conventions,.
emphasizing.the.element.of.performance.and.making.this.performance.very.
problematic .. Koch’s.One Thousand Avant-Garde Plays. seems. to. be.more. of.
a notebook.in.which.the.author.jots.down.various.remarks.concerning.his.pro-
spective.plays,.rather.than.a collection.of.actual.plays ..The.author.describes.the.
desired.effect,.but.fails.to.explain.how.it.should.be.realized ..Sometimes.he.hesi-
tates;.he.says.for.instance:.“two men, the philosopher HUSEERL and a certain 
JABOLINSKY, are walking along in different colored, enormous coats – perhaps 
one yellow, one red”.(p ..38) ..His.plays.could.be.treated.as.a work-in-progress ..
The.playwright.himself.does.not.know.yet.how,.if.at.all,.this.could.be.shown.on.
stage ..Gałczyński’s.The Green Goose.ostensibly.ignores.the.limitations.of.thea-
tre ..Similarly.to.Koch,.Gałczyński.frequently.resorts.to.the.novelistic.means.of.
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presentation ..This.in.itself.should.not.be.surprising.in.a modern.drama,.but.
Gałczyński.tries.to.convince.the.reader.that.these.means.are.perfectly.legiti-
mate.dramatic.means ..
Koch’s.and.Gałczyński’s.plays.may.be.seen.as.a challenge.to.directors ..The.
stage.directions.are.confusing.because.frequently.it.is.not.exactly.clear.whether.
they.should.be.treated.seriously.or.not ..Does.the.playwright.really.think.this.
is.possible.or.is.it.an.elaborate.joke.at.the.expense.of.theatre.professionals?.Be-
tween.these.two.extremes.there.is.a wide.spectrum.of.possibilities .
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